
This new addition to the Helm
Identification Guide series presents
a comprehensive review of much
that is known of the genus Saxi-
cola. It discusses the taxonomy,
identification, status, distribution,
habitat, movements, calls, behav-
iour, moult, breeding biology and
conservation status of the 14 cur-
rently recognised species and their
constituent forms. Immediately, we
are confronted by taxonomy and
the on-going debate regarding
species versus subspecies. This is
dealt with in some depth through
the inclusion of a discrete chapter
entitled ‘A Molecular Phylogeny of
Stonechats & Related Turdids’,
which discusses early DNA work
on this group. Urquhart is the first
author to acknowledge the inade-
quacy of the current ‘official’ taxo-
nomic treatment, and in the light
of this new research adopts the
increasingly common three-way
split of the Common Stonechat S.
torquata complex into European
Stonechat S. rubicola, Siberian
Stonechat S. maura and African
Stonechat S. torquata (see also Brit.
Birds 95: 349-355). It is acknowl-
edged that this can only be an
interim position until further work
takes place. This may, for example,
establish that ‘Caspian Stonechat’,
comprising the forms armenica
and variegata, is sufficiently differ-
entiated from other forms to merit
specific rank, while currently
recognised forms hibernans and
indica may be better treated as
insufficiently differentiated from
rubicola and maura respectively.

Despite these taxonomic uncer-

well illustrated in the photographs,
the text could place greater
emphasis on the incidence of a
darker, more saturated plumage in
some autumn Siberian Stonechats,
a number of which have been
described in recent years in north-
western Europe. Whether these
should be regarded as stejnegeri or
as darker maura is a somewhat
philosophical point, but they do
demonstrate that not all ‘Siberian
Stonechats’ are as ghostly as popu-
larly portrayed.

The 14 colour plates by Adam
Bowley depict each species in a
variety of plumages and include
sketches of wing and tail patterns.
These paintings are well executed
and, although some may find them
a little ‘sculptured’, they are gener-
ally pleasing to the eye and capture
well the pert roundness so distinc-
tive of the genus. Indeed, some of
the flight paintings would bring a
tear to Ian Wallace’s eye! The text is
also enhanced by a small number
of line-drawings depicting aspects
of behaviour, as well as distribution
maps for all forms.

The book concludes with a
large selection of photographs,
which portray all the species. These
are generally well chosen, but with
the less familiar forms picture
choice was presumably limited. As
a result, the photograph of male
armenica reveals very little and
there is no directly comparable
picture of variegata in the same
plumage. Furthermore, although
the summary identification cap-
tions are helpful, they do occasion-
ally refer to features which, to my
eye, are not actually visible in the
photographs.

Despite these minor niggles,
this is a hugely impressive piece of
work from someone who clearly
has a passion for this attractive and
popular group of birds. If you are
fond of Common Stonechat and
Whinchat S. rubetra, or if you are
well-travelled and likely to see the
other species, go out and buy it.

Andy Stoddart

tainties, the book deals with all
currently recognised forms of the
polytypic species in detail.
Throughout, this is a very well-
researched piece of work with a
multitude of current references,
acknowledged correspondence
with global experts and full recog-
nition of the mainstream literature.
Its thoroughness does, at times,
make for a fairly heavy read but
that can hardly be held as a criti-
cism. Although previous volumes
in this series have been somewhat
variable in their scope and quality,
the in-depth treatment of a rela-

tively small number of species here
has enabled the author to discuss
each form in greater detail. This
highlights some significant gaps in
the literature, concerning the dis-
tribution of relatively conspicuous
and easily observed birds. For
example, the latest autumn record
of stejnegeri in Korea is quoted
(from a paper published in 1948)
as 10th September, whereas it is
now known to be a regular migrant
into October. I can also reassure
the author over the winter occur-
rence of rubicola in the United
Arab Emirates, despite unclear
statements on the subject in the
local literature.

As an identification guide, the
book is again most thorough. The
only refinement I would make
refers to the sections on the forms
maura and stejnegeri. Although
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Lars Jonsson is world renowned for
his brilliant field guide illustra-
tions. First published in his early
twenties, they broke the mould and
are still without peer. While they
are undeniably brilliant, for me
Jonsson’s skill really excels in his
field sketches and his loose water-
colour painting. Here, his talent for
observation and his handling of
pencil and watercolour are excep-
tional. Jonsson is one of the few
artists I know who can portray
birds the way you see them: not
perfect portraits, but as beautiful,
emotive and subtle impressions.
His sketches and watercolours
display an intimate knowledge of
and respect for the subject, bril-
liantly capturing fleeting observa-
tion with the interplay of light.
Jonsson published excellent exam-
ples of this type of work in three
beautiful books: Bird Island, En dag
i Maj and Dagrar. Birds and Light is
a departure from those publica-
tions. In part, this is a review of
Jonsson’s career and contains
numerous reproductions of his
work over the past four decades. It
is also part biography, with contri-
butions coming from three writers.

The introductory section,
‘Looking at Nature’, is beautifully
illustrated with pages from recent
sketchbooks. It discusses the devel-
opment of bird art and explores

criticisms of wildlife art
levied by the art establish-
ment, which suggests that it
is, in the main, scientific
illustration. Jonsson
attempts, and often suc-
ceeds, to challenge this. Much of
his work is concerned with cap-
turing mood and light, rather than
realistic portraiture. This section
also contains an interesting discus-
sion about the emotions and
thoughts that Jonsson has when
sketching, with reference to the text
and images in the previously men-
tioned publications.

The next section explores
Jonsson’s development as an artist
from childhood to the present day.
This reveals much about his
thoughts on art and aspects of his
life, as well as some information on
the techniques and methods he
employs. Interspersed throughout
the text are numerous reproduc-
tions of early drawings, field guide
plates, paintings and illustrations,
some are old favourites while many
others are previously unpublished.
Jonsson also discusses venturing
into other areas of art apart from
birds, and mentions other artists
who have inspired him. Indeed, in
some of his non-bird pictures, they
appear to have had a direct influ-
ence: in particular, Winter Night,
on page 63, reminds me of van

Gogh’s style, while the self-portrait
on the same page would not have
been out of place in a Lucien Freud
exhibition. My personal non-bird
favourite is the cat on a rubbish tip.

The final section contains some
excellent paintings, including
several large oil paintings. Like
many oils reproduced in books, it
is difficult to gain an impression of
their impact, as they are greatly
reduced in size. In my opinion,
those which work the best in this
book are painted loosely, in partic-
ular his watercolours. Take, for
example, the Rooks Corvus frugi-
legus on page 178, in which
Jonsson’s individuality shines
through, compared with some of
the more controlled oils which
appear to lack this individuality
and freshness.

At 232 pages and lavishly illus-
trated, Birds and Light is a sump-
tuous collection of Jonsson’s work.
It will not be in print for ever, so
buy it while you can, and hopefully
we will see more of his work in the
future.

Howard Towll
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I am lucky enough to be able to
‘road test’ or, perhaps more accu-
rately, to ‘ship test’ this book from
within the Southern Ocean (as part
of my work with the British

Antarctic Survey), and even in the
few days we have been at sea, we
have seen several other ships car-
rying naturalists on whose book-
shelves this guide is sure to find a

home. The increase in visitors to
the Antarctic, most particularly
through well-organised tourism,
has created a need for a book like
this. Hadoram Shirihai has brought
together a wealth of information
and excellent photographs, which,
complemented by Brett Jarrett’s
plates, reveal that a trip to the
Antarctic is about so much more
than penguins (Spheniscidae) –
although the penguins are
undoubtedly pretty special. The big
question is whether this really is

COMPLETE GUIDE TO ANTARCTIC WILDLIFE:
THE BIRDS AND MARINE MAMMALS OF THE ANTARCTIC

CONTINENT AND THE SOUTHERN OCEAN
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This book has approximately A4-
sized pages, and is thus a desk-top
guide, not a field guide. Between its
introductory chapters and the glos-
sary, index and acknowledgments
sections are 264 pages of paintings
and texts. The plates, which com-
prise in excess of 3,500 images,
together with their captions and
written identification pointers,
cover about three-quarters of each
page. Individually, they measure
between 14 cm x 26 cm and 14 cm
x 12 cm and the great majority
show one species only. This large
format, single-species layout is an
ideal showcase for Peter Hayman’s
high-quality watercolours. His
meticulous studies of the propor-
tions and plumage details of birds
are evident from the accuracy and
realism of the illustrations, which
convey perfectly not only the

where to see each species. Rob
Hume’s expertise as an author and
editor is apparent throughout.
Symbols are used to denote each
species’ status and seasonality in
Britain, and the habitats in which it
occurs.

According to its introduction,
the guide’s dual aims are to meet
the needs of the beginner and to
present new information to the
experienced observer. The
Hayman/Hume partnership has
succeeded in achieving both of
these ambitious objectives. So, the
book has wonderful plates and an
authoritative text, and it will appeal
to all birders: what’s the catch?
Well, first and foremost, fewer than
440 species are featured (which has
enabled every one to be treated so
thoroughly). Furthermore, several
species have been placed out of
sequence, and there are no distrib-
ution maps (but text instead). If
these drawbacks do not put you
off, be warned: most of those who
thumb through a copy will surely
be sufficiently impressed to feel
compelled to buy it on the spot.

Peter Lansdown

appearance but also the character
and movement of each species. The
splendid paintings are accompa-
nied and enhanced by Rob Hume’s
descriptive jottings, which clearly
demonstrate the writer’s familiarity
with the most recently published
identification criteria. These notes,
which concentrate on species’
salient field characters, are perti-
nent to each image and perceptive
yet succinct. Thus, an enormous
amount of information, both
painted and written, is presented
on the plates. It has been possible,
therefore, for the texts themselves,
which occupy the remaining
quarter of each page, to be devoted
entirely to non-identification sub-
jects. Following a short general
introduction, most texts describe
feeding, display and voice, breeding
and migration, and when and
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the ‘complete’ guide as claimed in
the title. If you look hard enough, I
am sure you will be able to find
something that is missing; but you
will have to look hard and in doing
so you risk missing the detailed
information and excellent photog-
raphy which make this book so
special. The emphasis of the text
and illustrations is on identifica-
tion, but there is also considerable
attention given to the conservation
status of each species. In many
cases this reveals how much there
is still to learn about the wildlife of
this most remote region.

The book begins with a general
section introducing the geology,
biology and history of the region.
This is followed by the species
accounts for birds and marine
mammals, and then a series of
descriptions of some of the more
readily defined regions and island
groups which lie south of about
40° south. Not only does this book

cover the largest geographical area
of any single ‘field guide’, it also has
to contend with some particularly
complex taxonomic and identifica-
tion issues. The region’s seabirds
clearly have a special place in the
author’s heart and the detailed 
discussion of the identification 
and taxonomy of albatrosses

(Diomedeidae) is both engaging
and indicative of the difficulties
and uncertainties involved in iden-
tifying this group of birds at sea.
Clearly, some will enter into the
spirit of the debate, and try to
name everything they see, while
others may take a more sanguine
view and simply enjoy the variety
and complexity of plumage states
of these majestic birds. Hopefully,
this book will enthuse a great many
people, in both of those camps,
which will in turn raise awareness
of the worrying conservation status
of many of the species involved.
Undoubtedly, this book will prove
an invaluable and inspirational
resource, whether you are ‘dis-
cussing’ the identification of alba-
trosses from the deck of a ship, or
simply spending another night at
home, saving up the money for a
trip to the Southern Ocean.

Keith Reid



Surely only the Scottish High-
lands hold breeding Golden Eagle
Aquila chrysaetos, Osprey Pandion
haliaetus and Dotterel Charadrius
morinellus? Well no, there is an
English county with all three, and
a wealth of other breeding species
too. Cumbria has a greater variety
of bird habitats than any other
county in England, in turn
reflected in the diversity of its
breeding birds: 152 species were
recorded by Cumbria Bird Club
fieldworkers in 1997-2001. The
fruits of their labour is a magnifi-
cent volume which will be the
benchmark for all future county
breeding atlases.

The CBC was formed in 1989
and just 13 years later published
this atlas which, at 2 kg, is a heavy-
weight in more ways than one.
Species accounts, written by a team
of 29 authors, are presented on a
double-page spread, illustrated
with four separate maps: two small
maps of 10-km squares comparing
the breeding status in 1968-1972
(the original Breeding Birds Atlas)
with that in 1997-2001, and two
larger maps charting the distribu-
tion and abundance on a tetrad-
by-tetrad basis. The latter set the
Cumbria atlas apart. They are in
colour and depict relief so that the
reader can instantly relate where a
species is found – and in what
numbers – to the corresponding
habitat. Another innovative feature
is a box summarising conservation
status and population size in
Britain and Europe, together with
the change in distribution over the
30 years since the first Atlas.

There are sadly familiar stories,
like the 89% decline in Corn
Buntings Miliaria calandra over
that period, but unfamiliar ones
too. New breeding species recorded
during this atlas period include

European Honey-buzzard Pernis
apivorus (up to four pairs may nest
in the county), Osprey (the first
breeding pair in Cumbria for 170
years nested in 2000 and there were
three pairs in 2001) and Common
Rosefinch Carpodacus erythrinus (a
pair fledged three young in 1998).
Sadly, the iconic Black Grouse
Tetrao tetrix, which adorns the
cover, has declined by 72% in the
past 30 years. And although 3-4
pairs of Hen Harriers Circus
cyaneus attempt to nest each year,
they are ruthlessly persecuted on
grouse moors. This book states that
160 harriers were killed illegally on
a single estate in 1995-97. This
cannot continue – not with access
to previously private land under
the new Countryside and Rights of
Way Act – and one hopes that it will
be the happy task of the Cumbria
Bird Club to record a substantial
increase of Hen Harriers in 30
years’ time. For now, their 1997-
2001 atlas is a testament to what a
small band of dedicated birders can
achieve in a short space of time.
And it is certainly a superb result.

Adrian Pitches
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London’s birdwatchers have been
well served by the London Natural
History Society. Its 1954 landmark
review of the birds of the London
Area (within 20 miles [32 km] of St
Paul’s Cathedral) and breeding
bird atlas in 1977 have now been
followed by this volume. Although
based on the 1988-91 tetrad atlas
survey, fieldwork was extended to
1994 to improve coverage. The
species accounts were drafted in

1996 (including some prepared by
your reviewer), but then followed a
long delay. Despite this, the text is
up to date, with information
included from as recently as 2002.

The species accounts follow the
usual format, with a line illustra-
tion and text facing three maps:
one for the 1988-94 survey, and
two smaller ones, one showing the
1968-72 survey data, the other
depicting changes between the two.
A chapter reviews the changes (44
species were recorded in over 20%
more tetrads than in 1968-72, and
only 15 in over 20% fewer), and
short accounts are included of new
breeding species since completion
of the survey and those lost since
the previous one.

Was a wait of over eight years
since completion of the fieldwork
worthwhile? The answer is unques-

tionably ‘yes’. The species accounts
are extremely informative and
present a clear picture of London’s
breeding birds at the end of the
twentieth century. Three things
could have been improved,
however: the main map depicting
the London Area is poor, with
unsatisfactory definition and
lacking a legend showing the fea-
tures included; the review of
changes since the previous survey
would have benefited from a quan-
tified assessment of habitat change;
and references are weak, and many
assertions unattributed. But no one
should attempt to study London’s
birds without reference to this
excellent book.

Peter Oliver

THE BREEDING BIRDS 
OF THE LONDON AREA
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